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Give, Take, Regenerate 
Kamanamaikalani Beamer 
We were sitting at a stunningly beautiful round table, made out of what looked to be 
a six-inch thick slab of koa. The wood grain was so spectacular that I inched my 
dinner plate over a bit so I could admire the pattern. 
Usually held at the second or third home of a one-percenter, such gatherings 
have never been entirely comfortable for me. I start feeling uneasy when security 
for the gated community grants me entrance. The food is usually good, and the con­
versations can be engaging enough to keep my interest. The problem is that I just 
can’t get past this lingering disquiet—one difficult to describe, but what I will call a 
feeling of inequity. 
That night there was so much to look at. Stunning ocean views. A picturesque 
sunset. An infinity pool. And a front door that probably cost as much as the down 
payment on my house. Yet this was supposed to be a chance to gather insight and 
perspective from a person with national networks and powerful government con­
tacts who might assist us in reaching our last fundraising goal for a project. 
When I mentioned “ecological peace and social justice,” and said that “we 
want to advance aloha ā̒ina as a way of being for the world,”1 the expression on the 
face of our hoped-for comrade abruptly changed. So as not to incriminate anyone 
involved, let me just say that our proposal was not embraced—although we 
eventually did find the needed support. But inching toward transparency, I will 
report that I was suddenly defending myself against allegations that I was trying to 
take society back into a past where we lived in “grass huts” and survived “off of only 
the fish we caught.” 
Perhaps the most important lesson for me was how angrily some intelligent 
and decent Americans react to the idea that aloha ā̒ina could shape our future. At 
that moment, I did not know that I would spend much of the next decade explain­
ing how aloha ā̒ina could inform how we can envision and how we will operate our 
future economy. I had not even heard the term “circular economy” then, though the 
next few years of my professional career would take me on a voyage to where I can 
now clearly “see the island.”2 But a colleague from the University of Augsburg, 
Germany saw it after my first presentation there. “This aloha ā̒ina can help to save 
our world,” he said.3 
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This essay will discuss how aloha ā̒ina and a circular economy will be essential 
and instrumental for the future of Hawaiʻi. I’ve recently stopped using the term 
“subsistence” to describe the hoʻokele waiwai of our ancestors. It is true that the 
innovative agricultural and aquacultural systems of our Kūpuna took only what we 
needed from nature to subsist as a society with little to no waste, thereby preserving 
precious resources for future use and future generations. But I have come to recog­
nize the veiled Anglo-European economic assumptions lying behind labeling a 
society’s primary mode of production as one designed simply to “subsist.” For two 
thousand years, our ancestors did much more than this. We created regenerative 
agricultural and aquaculture systems that were aligned with and took advantage of 
ecosystem niches to produce food in abundance for generations. We innovated loʻi 
systems, developed new varieties of ancestral plants to push the limits of produc­
tion, and utilizing the power of the tides, we farmed algae to feed herbivorous fish. 
Dr. Peter Vitousek has called Hawaiians the world’s best agriculturalists. We also 
established institutions such as kālai ā̒ina, which ensured a substantial redistribu­
tion of wealth with each new Mōʻī, preventing that vast acquisition and retention of 
wealth seen among the one percent today. 
When our ancestral economy is classified as “subsistence,” much if not all of 
this rich history of innovation disappears. Even more destructively, this branding 
has carried within it the justification for replacing the existing economy, often 
violently, as part of the workings of imperialism and linear “progress.” The replace­
ment economic systems seek to maximize the extraction of natural resources in 
their drive to get products to markets. Among the results are surplus and excess, 
significant waste, and environmental damage on a scale that has plunged our planet 
into a climate crisis. In the pursuit of endless growth, through colonialism and 
imperialism, these linear economic systems have exploited, then destroyed 
ancestral economies around the world. 
International efforts today are trying to reassess the benefits and the conse­
quences of such economic systems on the natural resources and human communi­
ties of our planet. We are currently extracting and consuming resources at a rate 
that would require 1.75 earths to be sustainable. By 2050 we will need the equiva­
lent of two earths (Brears). As part of their efforts to mitigate the damage or develop 
resilience within the global climate crisis, significant swaths of nations have 
embraced the concept of a “circular economy,” and are setting goals for achieving it. 
A circular economy (CE) seeks to decouple economic growth from environ­
mental degradation. The European Union has an action plan to shift toward a CE as 
part of its 750 billion Euro COVID-19 recovery plan. Individual cities such as 
Amsterdam have developed CE policies and strategic plans for making their econo­
mies circular. Unlike linear economies, where goods and services are produced 
through a process often described as take, make, use, waste, a CE operates on a 
model devoted to reducing resource consumption, recapturing resource materials 
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from products, and then repurposing those formerly “wasted” materials into new 
products. CE proponents seek to eliminate waste as much as possible from produc­
tion, reuse resource materials, and power manufacturing though renewable energy. 
They are also dedicated to creating a more equitable and just economic system. 
Inspired by the closed loop systems that have made life possible on mother earth 
for billions of years, the concept of a CE offers some hope. 
Establishing an aloha ā̒ina based CE in Hawaiʻi would be one of the most revolu­
tionary, productive, and beneficial things our generation could do. An aloha ā̒ina 
economy, one also devoted to a living wage and health care for all, could not only 
replace our current antiquated and destructive economy established primarily in 
plantation era Hawaiʻi, but also lead us into a more humane and productive future. 
GDP cannot register the value of the fulfillment and love that results from living 
and being provided for by aloha ā̒ina. 
Like the hana of the skilled mahi a̒i and lawai a̒ of old, an aloha ā̒ina circular 
economy should be based on a give, take, regenerate model. Examples are already 
underway—the Waipā Foundation on Kauaʻi; He e̒ia and West O a̒hu; Hāna, 
Maui; Molokaʻi; and in pockets on Hawaiʻi island. With the right leadership and 
policies, imagine what large scale efforts we could initiate to address the impacts of 
tourism by mandating the use of products whose waste can be turned into resources 
for regenerative agriculture? Imagine if instead of the existing policy, we required 
power companies to purchase power from any community or household that can 
install systems—as is the case in much of Europe. Isn’t it peculiar that even as they 
are creating their own solar farms, these companies will not allow families to be 
compensated for supplying the grid? 
There is so much we can learn from global best practices regarding circular 
economies. But we also have never lost aloha ā̒ina, and we now have international 
allies—as did the aloha ā̒ina diplomats of our past. We cannot let our progress be 
slowed by those still supporting the cruel and obsolete economic systems of the 
past centures. We need to move forward. 
I mua. 
Notes 
1. I have been educated and inspired by fearless aloha ā̒ina such as Kekuaokalani, 
Manono, Liholiho, James Kauli a̒, Anakalā Eddie Ka a̒nā a̒nā, Uncle Calvin Hoe, 
Carlos Andrade, Kaleikoa Ka e̒o, Ka e̒o Duarte, Kawika Winter, Hiʻilei Kawelo, 
Kaʻiulani Murphy, Keliʻi Kotubete, Kanekoa Schultz, Kalā Hoe, Kapua and Stacy 
Sproat, Malia Akuatagawa, Mehana Vaughn, and many others. Also, see my essay 
“Tūtū s̒ aloha ā̒ina grace” in Value of Hawaiʻi 2. 
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2. Often referred to by Pwo Navigator Nainoa Thompson, this phrase has been 
recaptured by Neil Hannahs as a metaphor for vision in leadership and seeing our way 
to a new future. As Nainoa has said, if you as the navigator lose sight of the island in 
your mind and spirit in the midst of the voyage, you and the collective effort are lost. 
3. I have been greatly informed on circular economies through a collaboration with Dr. 
Axel Tuma and Dr. Andrea Thorenz and the students of the Resource Lab, Institute of 
Materials Resource Management, University of Augsburg. 
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